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Does Our Being There Change What We
Come to Study?
Lindsey King

Abstract
While documenting an ex-voto tradition in a small Roman Catholic
shrine town in Northeast Brazil where pilgrims craft mimetic offerings in payment for a spiritual healing, I began to see subtle changes in
the manufacture of and interest shown in these offerings. Was this just
a coincidence or did my traveling from the United States with expensive cameras and recording equipment spark this change? In this discussion, I examine the “art” of anthropology, delving into the question
of how our gaze may be changing the material traditions that we travel
to study and what linking changes this may bring to that culture.

As cultural anthropologists, we go to live with folks who do not know
us and depend on their good grace to allow us to work with them,
live with them, write about them, and hopefully turn our experiences
into something that garners us employment. In the best of cases, we
build lasting relationships and have a project that will sustain us at
least until we get tenure, if not throughout our entire career. As is
the case with most of us, my life has been profoundly changed by my
experiences in the field. That fieldwork changes us is nothing new.
The documentation that we undertake doesn’t stop with our target
population. It also forces us to spend a whole bunch of time with
ourselves, giving us a particular insight that many people don’t have
the opportunity to gain.
Published by eGrove, 2013
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The fact that culture is not static is also nothing new. It is one of
the first aspects of culture that anthropologists learn. It must change
in order to stay viable. With this in mind, we realize that even as
we are studying a culture it is changing. There are many reasons for
culture change to occur: diffusion, innovation, politics, economics,
even the physical environment. These changes are often predictable
and recognizable when we revisit our field sites. However, are there
other changes that we did not predict; and to what extent are we, the
researchers, responsible for some aspect of these changes? What I
wonder—and have wondered since my first field experience—is how
did my being there affect not only people I came to love but also the
very traditions that I came to document? Did my being there effect
a change in more than with a few people? Did my documenting a
religious folk tradition in a small Roman Catholic shrine town in
northern Brazil actually change the tradition itself?
My fieldwork in Brazil focuses on a material tradition found in
what has been called folk Catholicism and is centered on the offering
of mimetic art that represents a social or physical “dis-ease.” These
offerings, called milagres (milagros in Spanish and tamata in Greek)
fall under the broader umbrella of offerings called ex-votos (meaning
“from a vow” in Latin). This tradition was found in pre-Christian
Greek and Roman societies and traveled through Europe with the
Roman Empire. Examples of this tradition can still be found in parts
of Europe, throughout Latin America, and in cities in North America
with substantial Hispanic, Portuguese, or Greek populations.1
These offerings are usually small base metal representations of
parts of the human body, animals, cars, houses, and other objects of
modern life and are given to a patron saint in payment for intercession
in the healing of a problem. A spiritual contract is made between an
individual and a saint called a promessa (Portuguese and Spanish),
which translates in English as to “promise.” In this spiritual contract,
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the individual vows to repay the saint for his assistance. The contract
can be fulfilled by making a pilgrimage, by tithing, by slaughtering
an animal, or in any other way that is “agreed” upon by the supplicant and the saint. In Brazil, the contract is most often repaid by
the making and offering of a milagre. This word means “miracle”
(milagro in Spanish), and this word choice reflects the strong belief
system held by the practitioners of the saint’s efficacy in the making
of miracles.
Dr. Adalberto Barreto, a native of Brazil and professor at
Universidade Federal do Ceará in Fortaleza has been a pioneer
in researching this tradition for many years. A few non-Brazilian
researchers have also visited my field site for short periods of time.
However, I am the first non-Brazilian anthropologist to spend several field seasons there. Could I, a North American who spent every
day for months at a time talking with pilgrims and taking pictures of
their offerings, influence the local population to regard the tradition
differently? Can our being there change what we come to study? The
Hawthorne Effect, which roughly states that people’s behavior will
change when they are aware that they are being studied, suggests this
outcome to be highly likely (Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939). Using
my own research as a case study, I will discuss this idea in this chapter.
Canindé, my field site, is a small Roman Catholic town in northeast Brazil in the state of Ceará. It is located about one hundred kilometers inland from the coastal capital of Fortaleza. Situated in the
inhospitable backlands of the sertão, small farmers in this region
have been plagued by shortages of water. Past cycles of drought have
resulted in malnutrition and related diseases, and over half of the
instances of infant mortality in Brazil occur in this northeast region
(Nations and Rebhun 1988). In fact, northeast Brazil has been compared to the Australian Outback because of its extreme environment, and it encompasses what was once labeled the largest area of
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poverty in South America (Pang 1989). It is to this dry barren region
that I first came to study the tradition of milagres. My introduction
to this tradition was in a Medical Anthropology course. My professor had spent a day at the shrine in Canindé while visiting a Brazilian colleague in Fortaleza. He brought some wooden objects to class
that had been given to him by the Franciscan freis (brothers) at the
shrine. As a class project, we were given the task of trying to identify
the problems depicted by the objects. For example, one of the figures
was covered in red spots of paint, depicting a tropical rash. Another
figure was a piece of wood that had been carved into a rough heart
shape with the photograph of a young boy glued onto it. We decided
this meant the young boy had been born with a cardiovascular problem. These potent objects captivated me on the spot, and I am still
captivated by them all these many years later.
My first field season and the eventual subject of my dissertation and later research combined my past knowledge of art with
my anthropological interest in social justice. Because institutional
medical care was not then widely available in this region of Brazil,
I wanted to research the vitality of this votive tradition and see if
the making of a promessa as a healing strategy was still viable. As it
turns out, it certainly was then and continues to be today.
For the most part, I spent my days in Canindé sitting and waiting,
something that I never imagined anthropological fieldwork would
be like while growing up reading issues of National Geographic. My
primary concern has been documenting the art of the milagres that
is produced by individuals who come to the shrine to fulfill their
part of the promessa with the shrine’s patron, St. Francis. Westerners
know this saint as St. Francis of Assisi, but locally, he is called São
Francisco do Canindé (St. Francis of Canindé) or São Francisco das
Chagas (St. Francis of Wounds). Reportedly, having been the first
person to receive the ritual wounds of Jesus Christ, St. Francis is

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/southernanthro_proceedings/vol42/iss1/13

4

King: Does Our Being There Change What We Come to Study?
D OE S OU R B E I N G T H E R E C H A N G E W H AT W E C OM E
T O S T U DY ?

263

often depicted with stigmata. From these images, he received this
vernacular name. St. Francis is also associated with thaumaturgy,
the practice of miracles. As previously mentioned, milagres are often
small objects made of metal that replicate social or physical problems. Wax molds are also used in many parts of the world to make
these offerings. However, one of the most fascinating aspects of this
tradition found in northeast Brazil is that the milagres are most
often made by or for each individual and artistically depict their special physical or social problem through the manipulation of materials such as clay, wood, cloth and even recycled objects (photograph
11.1). Many milagres graphically depict a medical problem by showing a gaping wound or a misshapen limb. With other milagres the
problem may be harder to discern, and talking with the pilgrim is
the only way to understand what is being described. A great portion
of my time in Canindé found me in the Casa dos Milagres (House
of Miracles) where pilgrims come to deposit their milagres. This is a
small building adjacent to the Basílica de São Francisco (Basilica of
St. Francis). Since this ex-voto tradition is considered by the clergy
to be outside the dogma of the Catholic Church, offerings are not
left in “sacred” spaces such as the Basilica. At other Roman Catholic
shrines throughout the world, similar offerings are remanded to a
separate building or a minor chapel.
During my first field season, even though not in a “sacred” setting, I was hesitant to talk with pilgrims when they offered their
milagres, not wanting to encroach upon what I assumed was a private moment. Soon it became clear to me that the quiet, meditative
behavior that I expected to accompany the deposition of an ex-voto
did not necessarily happen and that people enjoyed my approaching
them and asking them about their milagres and the stories behind
the creation of them. Pilgrims told me that they considered milagres
arte popular and that what they considered examples of sacred art
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Photograph 11.1. Many milagres graphically depict a medical problem by showing
a gaping wound or a misshapen limb. (Photograph by author)

were the plaster religious statues that could be purchased at all the
souvenir shops that surround the Basilica. Interestingly, whenever
people purchased these statues, they brought them to a priest to be
blessed, which does not happen in the offering of a milagre. From
this, I have come to believe that it is the priest’s blessing that “activates” the sacredness of the statues, while it is the promessa, the vow,
that is sacred in the votive tradition and not the milagre itself.
The behavior of the pilgrims around the milagres varies. Some
people get down on their knees and pray when they make their offering; some people cry. Other people run in and literally throw their
ex-votos in the bin, the receptacle for the offerings, and leave. In most
cases, behavior does not seem to visually change during the act of
deposition. Many times the individuals may have a friend take a
photograph of themselves in the act of leaving their offering. Usually
the individuals will place their ex-voto in the bin and stand there
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looking at other offerings. Sometimes they will pick up other milagres and discuss among themselves the purpose of the object—what
it is supposed to depict.
The variation of the objects themselves is endless. For someone
interested in folk art and especially in how people might envision
and craft an image of their “dis -ease,” being in the Casa dos Milagres
is like a new exhibit and psychological study every day. An ongoing
problem for me, however, is how to define the aesthetics of a genre
that has no distinctive aesthetic criteria. An individual, who in most
cases, has little familiarity with art other than religious statuary and
images crafts each object. When I first began traveling to Canindé,
the milagres were not made with the idea of being critiqued and put
on display. In most cases, the “life” of an ex-voto was a brief one. At
the end of each pilgrimage season, the milagres were destroyed by
being burned. The reason for their destruction, I was told by one of
the Franciscans, was the sheer mass of offerings deposited each year.
A few were saved, selected in most cases for their technical merit, in
other words, the innate ability of the person who made it to craft an
object that was pleasing and meaningful (in the traditional aesthetic
of Western art). In most cases, these milagres were of wood and were
more polished and finely finished. These select few were added to
the small collection in the local museum run by the Church, and
even fewer were added to the collections of museums and individuals around the world.
When I have asked pilgrims about the destruction of their offerings, they usually reply that they are not disturbed by it. Most people
respond that the ex-votos are forgotten once they are deposited. From
these responses, it would appear that the milagres are created purely
to fulfill the contract made between St. Francis and the individual
and, as such, can be viewed as a type of spiritual currency used to
pay off a divine debt. Further discussion with the pilgrims revealed
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that while aesthetics may influence the object’s creation, it is not the
foremost criterion. According to what I have been told, a successful
image is one that can be recognized as representative of the problem,
regardless of the artist’s technique. While it is true that some people
examine the milagres deposited in the bin and judge them to be bem
(good) or feo (ugly), this evaluation usually refers to an arbitrary
value or taste rather than to artistic ability. The pilgrims deem some
of the milagres that I think are wonderful “unsuccessful.” Because
I have had training in art and because I have been influenced by
other aesthetics, I see certain aspects in some milagres reminiscent
of African masks or Southern “Outsider” artists and think they are
wonderful. Yet, when I ask pilgrims in the shrine about these particular pieces, the objects are often not praised because the pilgrims say
the angles are not human-like or that the face looks distorted. I often
struggle with the idea of how I, as an outsider in the culture, in the
faith, and in the ex-voto tradition, can work with these objects without looking at them with Western value judgment. Can I see them in
the same light as insiders, or does the bias of a Western-trained art
historian/folklorist/cultural anthropologist come to the field with
me? In the years I have been studying these offerings, I have grown
and developed a new lens from which to view these objects, a view
which as we know only comes through seasons of experience. It is
called “field sight.” Through this lens, we as seasoned anthropologists endeavor to obtain the emic viewpoint of what we study. But
even so, is it ever truly their viewpoint?
When I first went to Canindé in the summer of 1994, the Casa
dos Milagres had a single large room where pilgrims came to fulfill
their promessas (photograph 11.2). A large bin, into which a variety
of ex-votos could be placed, filled most of one side of the room. These
ex-votos ranged from the mimetic milagres to crutches, eyeglasses,
candles, prosthetic limbs, leg braces, discarded leg or arm casts, x-rays,
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Photograph 11.2. The Casa dos Milagres had a single large room where pilgrims
came to fulfill their promessas. A large bin, into which a variety of ex-votos could
be placed, filled most of one side of the room. (Photograph by author)

containers of exuvial matter, bottles of cachaca, broken religious
statuary, and many other items. Periodically, when the bins were
filled to overflowing, they were emptied and their contents taken
to an enclosed property owned by the monastery to await burning.
Women who had pledged to cut their hair or their children’s hair
had a special bin just for their shorn locks. When the bin filled with
swatches of different people’s hair, the Franciscans emptied it and
sold the hair to wig makers. The batinas, the traditional brown costume worn by pilgrims coming to Canindé that mimic those worn
by Franciscan freis, were placed in another bin, washed, and then
redistributed throughout the parish. On the walls of the Casa dos
Milagres were random snapshots brought to the shrine by pilgrims.
Photographs are often brought by pilgrims to “reinforce” their
promessa. Pilgrims who are paying a promessa in proxy for another
person who, for whatever reason, could not make the trip themselves
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also often bring photographs to the shrine. Some shots depict injury,
while others depict new cars, farm animals, deceased in coffins, soccer teams, soldiers, or newborns. These photos were placed on the
walls in a haphazard fashion. Day in and day out, I would sit in a
chair alongside the bin with Maria and D’Assis (two individuals who
worked as docents in the Casa dos Milagres) and talk with pilgrims.
We were instructed by the freis to remove crutches and eyeglasses
that were offered by pilgrims to give to people in the parish who
could use them.
Canindé is a small town, and it quickly became common local
knowledge who I was, why I was in Canindé, and what I was interested in. Maria and D’Assis would make sure that each pilgrim
talked with me, and if for some reason I wasn’t there, they would
be sure to show me all the new milagres that were deposited in my
absence. Since I would sometimes take different genres of milagres
out of the bin and photograph them, often just to relieve boredom
during a slow day, both the locals and the pilgrims gradually seemed
to show more interest in the objects themselves. I noticed that locals
and pilgrims would often watch as I selected milagres to photograph
and many times would suggest additional milagres for me to shoot.
Also, it became more frequent that while I interviewed pilgrims,
other pilgrims or workers in the Casa dos Milagres would stand
close by to hear and comment on their stories. Another very interesting phenomenon occurred toward the end of my field season in
1996. Since Canindé is a pilgrimage destination, most of my research
population is comprised of transient pilgrims staying in Canindé for
only a few days. However, a handful of locals are known to carve
milagres for other people. One day while looking at the milagres,
I noticed that one particular carver had begun signing her carvings just like an artist signs a piece of art. As far as I know, this was
previously unknown, at least at this particular shrine. Why did this
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carver begin to sign her carvings? Did my attention to this art form
influence this act? Did she want people to recognize and appreciate
her carving? Also toward the end of my 1996 field season, one of
the Franciscans asked me to be on the lookout for any “good” milagres to pull from the bin to be added to the collection at their small
museum. This museum had been created in 1969, and very few milagres had been added since then. I was thrilled at the time to have this
“curatorial” assignment, but in retrospect, I am a bit uncomfortable
with my being asked to do this rather than Maria or D’Assis. Why
was it decided to add to the collection then, after almost thirty years,
and why was I asked rather than someone who was a practitioner of
the ritual? I chose milagres that I found to be very expressive, but are
they really the same ones that a practitioner would have saved from
the fire?
I returned to Canindé during the summer of 2011, fifteen years
after my last visit, and I knew there would be changes to the town
and probably the shrine. When I was previously in Brazil in 1996,
the economy was in a very fragile state. The real, the currency of
Brazil, was so unstable that from one day to the next its local buying
power was subject to change. Now Brazil’s economy is stable and
quite strong. Evidence for this can be seen in many ways, especially
in Canindé. The sleepy little town with one policeman in 1996 now
has several jeeps full of policemen dressed in flak jackets and carrying semiautomatic weapons. Also, all of the residents who work
for the parish now wear uniforms of brown shirts embroidered
with the logo of the Basilica and denim jeans instead of their own
clothes. Further evidence of prosperity and change includes several
local businesses offering Internet access, and happily, my room at the
monastery now had air conditioning rather than an oscillating fan.
However, the most striking change was in the Casa dos Milagres. I
am sure that my jaw dropped when I first walked in. Along the wall
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where I used to sit by the big bin of ex-votos is now a shiny glass and
metal gift shop selling religious statuary, rosaries, religious literature, and jewelry (photograph 11.3). The bin for depositing milagres
has been moved to a center wall and is the first thing one sees when
entering. The original rear wall of the room has been taken down,
and a second room devoted to the milagres now exists. Hanging on
this wall are now hundreds of examples of offerings (photograph
11.4.)
There are clear display cases of wedding dresses, sports uniforms,
and military uniforms. There are shelves of handmade houses and
trucks and beneath them milagres that are too large to hang or
shelve. The bins for offerings of hair and for the batinas still exist.
However, now there is a cubicle where one can change out of the
batina in private, rather than just disrobing in the middle of the
room as was done previously. On at least two walls are photographs,
but rather than being haphazardly arranged, they are now organized
and grouped into genres. One can find groupings of pets, mastectomies, babies, and sports teams, all in different sections rather than
intermixed as before.
Another change has to do with one of the vernacular religious
icons. When I first came to Canindé people would come up and
ask me where the meninha was. Meninha means “little girl.” For
a while, I was confused that so many little girls were lost and why
people would think I would know where they could be. I was then
told about the Meninha dos Amazonas, a doll that was kept in the
museum, which had become an important icon to the followers of St.
Francis. A family had reportedly brought the doll to the shrine many
years ago in thanks to St. Francis for finding their little girl who had
wandered into the jungle as they were clearing their land. The story,
which is considered part of the informal liturgy of the followers, tells
of the child being lost for several days, and then after a promessa was
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Photograph 11.3. Along the wall where I used to sit by the big bin of ex-votos is
now a shiny glass and metal gift shop selling religious statuary, rosaries, religious
literature, and jewelry. (Photograph by author)

Photograph 11.4. The original rear wall of the room has been taken down, and a
second room devoted to the milagres now exists. Hanging on this wall are now
hundreds of examples of offerings. (Photograph by author)
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made with Saõ Francisco, she soon walked into her family’s yard no
worse for wear. When asked where she had been and how she had
survived, she replied, “This old man took care of me.” When her
family came to Canindé to repay St. Francis, reportedly upon entering the basilica and seeing the ceiling mural of St. Francis, the child
exclaimed, “That is the old man who took care of me.” This story is
now very famous, and all pilgrims pay a visit to see the Meninha
when coming to Canindé. The original Meninha, or at least the one
that had been in the museum for the past forty years or so, was a
rather dusty plastic commercial doll from the 1950s or 1960s, so I
was quite surprised when I saw the current version of the Meninha.
She is no longer in the museum and has her own designated area
in the Casa dos Milagres complete with a plaque telling her story.
However, the dusty plastic doll of the previous years has been cleaned
and is dressed totally differently. I did not even recognize her and
when I questioned the change, I was simply told that this version was
“prettier.”
Needless to say, all these changes were a bit more than I had
imagined. I knew that Maria and D’Assis might no longer work at
the shrine (Maria is retired, and D’Assis has become a Franciscan
brother who lives in another part of Brazil), but I never dreamed
they would be replaced by an official information kiosk manned by
an employee of the church in uniform. Nevertheless, I knew several
of the people who still worked at the shrine, and when asked, they all
expressed delight with the modern gift shop and the other changes.
When I left Canindé in 1996, there had been a bit of a rift within
the brotherhood as to the future of the shrine. Some of the members wanted things to stay as they were and to protect the shrine for
the poor who make up most of the pilgrims. Others wanted to join
with some local businessmen to promote the shrine as an international religious tourism destination. During the years, the leading
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proponent for the poor was transferred and sadly has passed away.
The monastery has had an infusion of new brothers since my last
trip, and they are working diligently toward increasing the profile
of the shrine and drawing international visitors. Mass is now broadcast throughout Brazil via television, and there is a Franciscan who
works full time to create liaisons with local and national governments to aid in the promotion of the shrine. The modernization of
the Casa dos Milagres is part and parcel of this desire.
The Catholic Church is very enthusiastic about increasing the
profile of Canindé as a world pilgrimage site. However, Canindé is a
small town, and there is no infrastructure for tourists. Pilgrims who
do come to Canindé are usually Brazilians from lower economic
brackets and are comfortable hanging a hammock in the campground owned by the monastery. Because I do not relish living in
the campground for long periods of time, I have had the pleasure of
living at the monastery with the freis during my field seasons. As a
tall North American woman, I initially stood out as a stranger, and
even though I did not know everyone in town, everyone knew me
and knew I was there to study the “art” of the ephemeral milagre
tradition. With the current change of hanging the milagres on the
wall in the Casa dos Milagres instead of burning them at the end of
the pilgrimage season, the milagres are no longer ephemeral works.
They are now placed on the wall to be admired and judged by others.
It is not my intention to say that my trips to research the milagres
definitively led to these changes. In fact, they may have had nothing to do with them. As we know, change is inevitable. However, I
wonder if we as cultural documenters realize that we may be instigators of change. Would the milagres in Canindé still be burned at the
end of the pilgrimage season if I had not come to study them? Is the
fact that I was viewed photographing them every day the reason they
aren’t destroyed and are now put on the wall for display? Are other
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milagre makers signing their work? More importantly, have these
outward changes eroded or changed the spiritual tradition itself?
Does this permanent “exhibition” change the process of creation of
milagres in any way? Has this changed the “currency” of this tradition? Do different aesthetics enter into the worthiness of the offering
now, and if so, did my aesthetic decisions have any bearing on this?
These are the questions that I will probably never know the answers
to, but they are questions that I will take to the field with me with
each new field season and that will impact each new field project. I
will always wonder, did my being there change what I came to study?

Note
1. Please see the work of the following: Barreto personal papers
(n.d.); Bercht (1989); Cardoso (1983); Cassar (1964); Cátedra (1988);
Davidson (1998); della Cava (1970); Deyts (1988); Dörner (1962);
Dubisch (1995); Egan (1991); Finucane (1977); Forman (1975); Frota
(1989); Garbini (1966); Greenfield (2001); Greenfield and Cavalcante
(2005); Gross (1971); Hansen (1968); Jackson (1988); King (2005);
Lanciani (1967); Marinatos and Hirmer (1960); Medeiros (1987);
Meirelles (1968); Merrifield (1987); Mota (1968); Nolan (1991); Nolan
and Nolan (1989); Oettinger (1990, 1992, 1997); Oktavec (1995);
Pina-Cabral (1986); Radford (1949); Romano (1965); Rouse (1902);
Saia (1944); Sanchis (1983); Scott (2010); Slater (1986, 1990); Toor
(1947); Turner and Turner (1978); Wilson (1983).
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